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Abstract
There is an abundant amount of literature dedicated to examining perceptions of domestic
violence. Despite the substantial amount of literature, few studies have focused on attitudes
toward domestic violence in dating relationships. This study uses a large convenience sample of
college students to investigate how college students assign responsibility when presented with
two domestic violence scenarios that vary contextually. One scenario depicts a conventional
male on female case of intimate partner violence while the other is a more ambiguous scenario
involving behaviors that could be construed as “mutual violence.” Bivariate and multivariate
analyses were employed to analyze the effects of various variables on perceptions of blame with
regard to individuals in each scenario. Overwhelmingly, participants were more inclined to
blame the males in both scenarios with the male in the stereotypical scenario being the most
likely to be blamed. However, several variables effected individual perceptions of blame with
regard to the female victims. Most notably, attitudes toward women and sex had significant
impacts on whether or not participants blamed the female victims for their own victimization.
Attitudes toward women proved to have a more influential effect even when controlling for an
individual’s justifications of violence.
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CHAPTER 1
Introduction
Domestic violence is the leading cause of death among women age 19-44 worldwide; this
rate is greater than cancer, war, or motor vehicle deaths (Smartt & Kury, 2007). In 2008, over
550,000 females in the United States reported that they had suffered some form of abuse at the
hands of an intimate partner (Catalano, Smith, Snyder, & Rand, 2009). During the same year,
almost 15% of homicides throughout the United States were committed by a current or former
spouse or partner and women comprised 70% of intimate partner homicide victims (Catalano et
al., 2009). Intimate partner violence is an epidemic that not only affects adults, but also the lives
of countless American children, adolescents, and young adults. Domestic violence can manifest
in various forms in a range of different relationships from dating to marriage.
Historically, the marriage license was colloquially referred to as a “hitting license,”
implying that the wife becomes the property of her husband upon their wedding day and he can
treat her how he sees fit. Just 150 years ago, it was legal for a man in Britain to strike his wife
with a stick if the stick was no larger than the circumference of his thumb (Harwin, 2006). In
America, the issue of wife chastisement was not addressed by legislation until 1824 when
Mississippi made it legal for a husband to beat his wife. After 1824, other states followed
Mississippi’s lead and acknowledged wife beating as a husband’s natural right (Dobash &
Dobash, 1979).
Despite the early trend to accept and ignore domestic violence, there have been various
movements in the United States that have sought to reduce violence against women, as well as
increase awareness of this common social problem. One of the most substantial of these
movements occurred during the 1970s and helped to transform many of society’s perceptions of
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violence within the home, especially within the context of marriage (Dobash & Dobash, 1979).
Nevertheless, in many instances, society remains inclined to blame the victims of intimate
partner violence who are not yet married to their abuser. Similarly, dating violence often remains
overlooked by society. Individuals involved in dating relationships are often seen as being able
to readily escape their circumstances as opposed to their married counterparts, who are often
perceived as being more financially and emotionally dependant upon their abusive spouse.
Victim culpability plays a major role in domestic violence cases and often influences
both the social and official reaction to the crime. Victim blaming attitudes both excuse and
condone violence against women. The current study examines the prevalence of victim blaming
attitudes among college students at a southern metropolitan campus to examine what types of
victim behaviors cause college students to blame the victim of intimate partner violence for their
own victimization. In addition, this study aims to analyze an area neglected by many researchers:
mutual or bidirectional violence. The study investigates whether college students assign blame to
both individuals involved in a mutually violent relationship or if college students perceive one
party as more responsible than the other.
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CHAPTER 2
Literature Review
Domestic violence, sometimes referred to as intimate partner violence, is an issue that
affects millions of individuals every day regardless of race, religion, sexual orientation, age, or
gender. It has been estimated that nearly a quarter of women in the United States will be the
victim of some type of domestic violence within their lifetime (Vandello, Cohen, Grandon, &
Franiuk, 2009). It is crucial, however, to realize that this chronic social problem is not a new
phenomenon. Domestic violence has plagued American and global relationships throughout
history.
A brief history of domestic violence, as well as a succinct examination of rates of
domestic violence will be introduced. Intimate partner violence rates reveal that this type of
violence can take on many different forms; therefore, an examination of the numerous definitions
of domestic violence will be presented. A subsequent section will provide a history of victim
precipitation and victim blaming, as well as an examination of these two ideologies within the
context of violence against women. The focus then shifts specifically to intimate partner violence
and the presence of victim blaming attitudes among various populations with an exploration of
prior research on college students’ perceptions of intimate partner violence.
Overview of Domestic Violence
The violence against women movement, which began in Britain, inspired subsequent
movements in the United States and throughout the world (Dobash & Dobash, 1979). Before the
1970s, there was little official data, interest, or acknowledgment pertaining to domestic violence
(Sev’er, Dawson, & Johnson, 2004). The 1970s marked a dramatic shift in domestic violence
ideology in both Britain and the United States (Carlson & Worden, 2005; Hagemann-White,
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2001; Harwin, 2006; Hester, 2004; Sev’er et al., 2004; Warrington, 2001). As the terms,
domestic violence and wife battering, entered the public vernacular, hotlines and domestic
shelters began to surface. Heightened public awareness coupled with a rise in women’s rights
groups led to the creation of policies throughout the 1980s and 1990s, such as mandatory arrests
for domestic disputes and protective orders. These new policies were meant to make it easier for
women in violent relationships to escape, as well as to prosecute their abusers (Valente, Hart,
Zeya, & Malefyt, 2001). One of most significant pieces of domestic violence legislation passed
in the United States was the Violence Against Women Act (VAWA) of 1994. This act created
both federal laws and grant programs that focused on specific women’s issues such as stalking,
domestic violence, and sexual assault (Valente et al., 2001).
Despite the heightened awareness afforded to domestic violence in recent years, it is
often difficult to define because of the variety of behaviors that encompass intimate partner
violence. Intimate partner violence involves behaviors ranging from a slap to homicide. The
Centers for Disease Control (CDC) defines intimate partner violence as “physical, sexual, or
emotional injury” perpetrated by current or former partners or spouses (Saltzman, Fanslow,
McMahon, & Shelley, 2002, p.11). This definition allows for specific individuals to fall into the
roles of victim and offender. Perpetrators under this definition can be current or former husbands
or wives and former or current boyfriends or girlfriends. In addition, the CDC acknowledges that
intimate partner violence can involve both heterosexual and homosexual partners. It is important
to note that the CDC also recognizes that intimate partner violence does not have to occur within
the context of a sexual relationship nor do the victim and perpetrator have to cohabitate. This
definition allows for the examination of violence that occurs in dating relationships, known as
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dating violence, as well as violence that occurs in relationships that have been terminated by one
or both parties.
The CDC definition of intimate partner violence is capable of describing the physical
harm of domestic violence, as well as which types of relationships are recognized as an
“intimate” relationship; however, this definition is lacking a significant element to an abusive
relationship: control. Domestic violence is often not a one time occurrence, and one episode is
frequently just a single incident in a chain of events. Scholars refer to repeated domestic violence
as battering. A relationship characterized by battering exhibits a pattern of coercive control.
Batterers exercise physical, emotional, and/or psychological violence to maintain control over
their partners (Eigenberg, 2001). This type of domestic violence is not simply a relationship
where an individual strikes their partner because they are angry; battering occurs when one
partner wishes to have complete power over every aspect of the other individual’s existence.
Another form of intimate partner violence that is present in society is bidirectional or
mutual violence. This type of relationship is characterized by both partners employing violence
(physical, verbal, or psychological) against each other. Researchers, however, caution that males
and females often have significantly different motivations for resorting to violence in their
relationships (Melton & Belknap, 2003). Therefore, mutually violent relationships must be
examined carefully because in many cases the female partner may have acted in self defense.
Arrest and even self-report rates of violence often lead many researchers to conclude that
“gender symmetry” exists in regard to domestic violence (Melton & Belknap, 2003). That is,
men and women both commit approximately the same amount of relationship violence, but the
contexts in which women and men perpetrate relationship violence are often dramatically
different (Melton & Belknap, 2003; Rajah, Frye, & Haviland, 2006). Many researchers who
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contend that there is gender symmetry in domestic violence utilize what is known as the conflict
tactics scale (CTS) to measure rates of domestic violence (Kimmel, 2002; Muftic, Bouffard, &
Bouffard, 2007a; Muftic, Bouffard, & Bouffard, 2007b; Straus & Gelles, 1990). The design of
this scale has been highly criticized by intimate partner violence researchers for various reasons.
Among the main critiques of the CTS is its failure to investigate the context in which domestic
violence occurs, as well as the motivations, meanings, and consequences of intimate partner
violence (Kimmel, 2002; Melton & Belknap, 2003). The CTS measures how many times an
individual has engaged in violence within the context of an intimate relationship as well as the
types of behavior they employed; however, the scale’s design often combines relatively minor
acts of violence with more severe behaviors (Kimmel, 2002; Melton & Belknap, 2003; Muftic,
Bouffard, & Bouffard, 2007a).
Researchers that have compared men’s and women’s use of violence, not merely the
frequency of intimate partner violence, have discovered that domestic violence is highly
gendered (Barnett, Lee, & Thelen, 1997; Kimmel, 2002; Melton & Belknap, 2003). It may
certainly be the case that a female has used violence against her partner, but in many of these
instances, it is for the purpose of self defense (Barnett et al., 1997; Melton & Belknap, 2003). At
some point, the fear these individuals feel because of their victimization transforms into guilt.
This guilt can often be interpreted by others as responsibility by outside parties whom in turn
assign blame to the victim.
Victim Precipitation and Victim Blaming
Perceptions, beliefs, and attitudes play a major role in how the perpetrator, the victim,
and the crime itself are viewed by society, including agents of the criminal justice system. In
addition, individual and collective interpretations of domestic violence events regularly translate
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into formal policy (Flood & Pease, 2009; Stalans & Finn, 2006). The personal beliefs of
observers influence that observer’s action or inaction on varying levels (Pierce & Harris, 1993).
Perceptions of violence in the context of intimate relationships guide an individual’s decision to
intervene informally or to involve an outside entity, such as the police. These perceptions
ultimately lead individuals to choose whether they think relationship violence is a serious social
problem or merely a private tragedy (Carlson & Worden, 2005; Langhinrichsen-Rohling, ShlienDellinger, Huss, & Kramer, 2004; Pierce & Harris, 1993; Stalans & Finn, 2006; Worden &
Carlson, 2005). Essentially, services and programs designed to reduce domestic violence depend
on people’s opinions, whether true or false (Carlson & Worden, 2005; Stalans & Finn, 2006).
Typically, one of the most important factors that influence a person’s perception of domestic
violence is their view of the victim (Kern, Libkuman, & Temple, 2007; Worden & Carlson,
2005). It is common for individuals to view the victim as the cause of the violence. Despite
recent attention afforded to the victims of intimate partner violence, the interpretation of a
victim’s contribution to a crime is not a new concept. In order to comprehend individual
perceptions, one must be aware of the concepts of victim precipitation and victim blaming.
Research on victim precipitation ideology is most often attributed to Martin Wolfgang,
who applied the concept to homicide in 1957. Wolfgang performed data analysis on 588 criminal
homicides from the Philadelphia Police Department’s homicide files. Victim precipitation is the
evaluation of a victim’s behavior within the context of his or her victimization without the
assertion that the victim is somehow responsible for his or her own victimization (Wolfgang,
1957). According to Wolfgang (1957), a victim precipitated homicide is one in “which the victim
is a direct, positive precipitator of the crime.” (p.2) Wolfgang proposed that most homicides are a
consequence of a victim exerting force first in an altercation, thereby provoking the killer. He
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termed this “victim provocation.” In his study, the victim’s provocation fundamentally mitigated
the offender’s responsibility for his or her actions
Victim provocation holds both the victim and offender at fault for the ensuing
victimization. Provocation can be identified as actions of the victim which could be considered
to aggravate the offender and drive him or her to assault the victim. Wolfgang concluded that
many victims possessed the same traits as their aggressors. Victims were often violent, likely to
use or abuse alcohol, often the same race as the offender, and in many instances had a history of
criminal activity. He suggested that homicide was more likely the result of pure chance; victims
often were the unsuccessful perpetrator. Based on Wolfgang’s definition of victim precipitation
and provocation, he was able to conclude that of the 588 homicide cases, 150 (26%) could be
identified as victim precipitated homicides; however, Wolfgang noted a significant exception to
this finding when he analyzed cases that involved male victims and female offenders. In this
category of cases, he found more signs of victim provocation. In cases with men as victims and
women as offenders, as well as a clear presence of victim provocation, the females were more
likely to be the wives of the slain.
Amir, a student of Wolfgang, took these ideas further and transformed them into the
concept of victim blaming. Amir (1967) suggested that rape victims frequently contributed to
their victimization by dressing provocatively and drinking alcohol when around the perpetrator.
According to Amir, it was not how the victim meant for their actions to be received; instead, it
mattered how the perpetrator perceived the victim’s behavior. If a woman was dressed
provocatively, it did not matter whether she wanted to have sex or not; it mattered if the offender
interpreted the female’s behavior as a sexual invitation. Amir (1967) defined victim precipitated
rape as rapes where the victim agreed to sexual intercourse, but then withdrew his or her consent
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before sex or those rapes where a victim did not adamantly refuse the offender’s sexual
advances.
Similar to Wolfgang’s study, Amir collected data from the Philadelphia Police
Department’s rape files. Data were analyzed from 646 cases involving 646 victims and 1292
offenders. One hundred and twenty-two (19%) of these cases were designated as victim
precipitated rape. His analysis revealed that cases involving women age 15-19 were significantly
more likely to be classified as victim precipitated rape. Alcohol was a significant component to
victim precipitated rape cases with it being present over 50% of the time. Amir noted that the
presence of alcohol automatically made the situation more “risky,” especially if both the offender
and victim had been drinking. He concluded that a victim’s “negligent and reckless behavior”
did not automatically exonerate the offender, it merely made the offender “less guilty and leads
us to consider that the victim is perhaps also responsible for what happened to her” (Amir, 1967,
p. 502).
Amir’s study proved to be highly controversial and has been met with substantial
criticism. Researchers have criticized Amir for departing from Wolfgang’s initial concept of
victim precipitated crime (Eigenberg & Garland, 2008). Wolfgang asserted that victims often
became victims after having been the first to attempt to commit a crime. Specifically, these
“victims” had been the first to attempt to assault or murder another when they were murdered by
an intended victim who reacted to the “victim’s” initial aggression. The situation depicted by
Wolfgang was logical considering that an offender had attempted to victimize another and met
their demise when another acted in self-defense. Yet, Amir’s application of the concept to rape
proves to be unsound. Victims of rape did not become rape victims because they had been the
first to attempt rape.
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The criticism of Amir’s work led numerous scholars to argue that there were varying
levels of victim responsibility and victim typologies began to surface. For example, Schafer
(1968) identified specific types of victims with each falling within a level of culpability: no
victim responsibility, shared responsibility with the offender, and total victim responsibility
(cited in Doerner & Lab, 2008). Victims who shared responsibility were often those who could
be perceived as putting themselves in dangerous situations, such as dressing provocatively, being
out alone, or being in the wrong place at the wrong time. Such typologies proved to be victim
blaming under a different guise and suffered many of the same major conceptual flaws as Amir’s
work.
In an effort to elucidate the limitations to victim blaming ideology, Eigenberg and
Garland (2008) identified five major weaknesses of victim blaming it: (1) uses tautological
reasoning; (2) demonstrates conceptual weaknesses associated with the continuum of victim
blameworthiness; (3) places undue responsibility on victims; (4) creates culturally legitimate
victims; and (5) excuses the offender’s behavior and diminishes offender responsibility
(Eigenberg & Garland, 2008, p. 28).
One significant criticism of victim blaming is its use of tautological or circular reasoning.
Academics have often attempted to identify factors that distinguish victims from non-victims.
Frequently researchers have failed to recognize that victims and non-victims have a great deal in
common. Typically, the only factor that separates a victim from a non-victim is the fact that one
has been victimized and the other has not. Victims and non-victims come from an array of
different lifestyles and often demonstrate similar behavior patterns yet one has become the
unfortunate target of a crime. Consider the case of domestic violence victims, victim blaming
proponents often argue that a wife led to her own victimization by yelling or nagging at her
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husband. Nevertheless, some women may yell and nag their husband all day long and he never
abuses them. The focus on the victim often leads to evaluations that are blatant fallacies. What
distinguishes a victim of domestic violence from an individual who has never suffered the wrath
of an abuser? Essentially, the answer is nothing but the abuse.
In addition, Eigenberg and Garland (2008) emphasize that victim blaming demonstrates
significant conceptual flaws. It stresses that victims are to some extent responsible for their own
victimization because of their behavior. This results in a continuum of blame with victims
ranging from completely blameworthy to entirely blameless. The idea of a completely
blameworthy victim implies that the victim is not actually a victim at all, but instead an offender
posing as a victim. An example would be the abuser who claims to be a victim of domestic
violence to avoid prosecution. On the other hand, the entirely blameless victim would have
achieved the impossible task of taking every possible precaution to avoid all forms of
victimization. This victim would have avoided all partners that could abuse them, essentially
avoiding all relationships because abusers often don’t begin relationships by abusing.
Another flaw recognized by Eigenberg and Garland (2008) is the placement of undue
responsibility upon victims. As previously mentioned, proponents of victim blaming expect
victims to take numerous precautions that impede the victim’s everyday life. Victims are
expected to avoid all types of “risky” behaviors in order to prevent their victimization. For
instance, individuals should remain in their homes with all the doors locked and the alarm set,
but realistically one should be able to go wherever one pleases without fear of being victimized.
In the case of the battered wife, how is staying within the “safety” of her home preventing her
victimization? Many women who experience domestic violence are often being held captive in
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their own homes and have no means to escape their prisons. Some abusers even threaten their
partners’ life or the lives of family members to prevent the victim from attempting escape.
Another problem is the creation of a culturally legitimate victim. Eigenberg and Garland
(2008) asserted that victims are often identified as having possessed some sort of deficiency that
led them to be victimized. Gays and lesbians, as well as prostitutes, are examples of groups that
have been recognized as legitimate victims. Historically, women have been culturally defined as
legitimate victims and this can be seen in society’s view of females as being the “weaker” sex.
As previously mentioned, laws allowed wives to be victimized by their husbands whom they
were expected to obey and depend upon for economic survival. This perspective of the female
sex is more subversive in today’s culture, yet still alive. Some groups are often defined by
society as deserving victims because “all they need to do to avoid victimization is alter their
behaviors”. These victims “cause” their own victimization and are undeserving of society’s
resources and compassion. In the case of battered women, they should not have been involved in
an abusive relationship. In essence, these women have chosen this way of life and are deserving
of every blow their abusive partner decides to give.
Finally, victim blaming excuses the offenders’ behavior and diminishes their
responsibility for their actions (Eigenberg & Garland, p. 31, 2008). This ideology allows for
offenders to excuse their behavior by shifting the focus to the victim’s behavior. Perpetrators are
allowed to rationalize their behavior by claiming that the victim elicited their behavior by
dressing a certain way, being at a certain place, or in the case of rape, not effectively resisting
their advances. When considering intimate partner violence, many abusers claim that their
victims liked being abused or they would have left the relationship. This reasoning fails to
address all the complications a victim faces when leaving an abusive relationship, such as
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financial hardship and danger. In addition, abusers are quick to allege that their victims provoked
their behavior by nagging, being the first to strike, or by “disobeying.”
Despite the flaws associated with victim blaming ideology, this concept is present in
many individual interpretations of crime, particularly crimes against women. The current study is
concerned with victim blaming attitudes toward victims of domestic violence. However,
literature on victim blaming attitudes toward rape victims has made a major contribution to
understanding the relationship between attitudes towards women and violence against women.
Since Amir’s study, several researchers have studied the prevalence of victim blaming attitudes
toward rape victims among different populations. Victim blaming attitudes often coincide with
what are known as rape acceptance myths.
The concept of rape myth acceptance was pioneered by Martha Burt in 1980. Rape myths
are misconceptions and false beliefs about rape, rape victims, and rapists. For instance, “women
who get raped are whores,” “rapists are insane,” and “a woman could resist a rapist if she wanted
to” (Burt, 1980). Burt (1980) utilized interview data from a random sample of 598 adults in
Minnesota collected over a three-month period during 1977. She investigated the correlation
between individual attitudes toward sex, interpersonal violence, toward women, and rape myth
acceptance. Overall, she found that many of the participants accepted rape myths. Over 50% of
participants indicated they believed that half of rape victims only reported a rape to get back at a
man they were mad at and that most female rape victims are promiscuous. Burt discovered that
attitudes towards rape were significantly related to an individual’s distrust of the opposite sex,
sex role stereotyping, and acceptance of interpersonal violence. In addition, Burt (1980) found
that an individual’s acceptance of interpersonal violence was the greatest predictor of that
individual’s acceptance of rape myths. She concluded that if sex role stereotyping qualified
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females as victims of sexual offenses, then acceptance of interpersonal violence could be the
preferred method of victimization.
Numerous studies have affirmed and expanded Burt’s findings (Hockett, Saucier,
Hoffman, Smith, & Craig, 2009; Mitchell, Angelone, Kohlberger, & Hirschman, 2009;
Yamawaki, 2007). For instance, research has revealed that individuals who embrace traditional
gender-roles are more likely to blame a victim raped by an acquaintance (Yamawaki, 2007). In
addition, research has demonstrated that gender has a significant relationship with rape myth
acceptance. Studies have revealed that men are more likely to exhibit rape myth acceptance, hold
negative attitudes toward rape victims, and demonstrate higher levels of sexism (Flood & Pease,
2009; Hockett et al., 2009; Mitchell et al., 2009; Yamawaki, 2007). Essentially, an individual’s
attitudes toward women determine whether or not they accept rape myths, and ultimately, all
violence against women, including domestic violence.
Intimate Partner Violence and Victim Blaming Attitudes
Due to the findings of Burt and subsequent studies analyzing public beliefs about the
causes of rape and its implications for domestic violence research, scholars began to analyze the
effects of victim precipitation ideology on domestic violence. Researchers have sought to gain
insight into the opinions and beliefs of various groups ranging from domestic violence offenders
to the police and members of the courtroom workgroup. The presence of victim blaming
ideology among these different groups can be used to explain the prevalence of intimate partner
violence, as well as the different responses to the problem.
Some studies of offenders have relied upon Wolfgang’s (1967) assertion that many male
victims often instigate their victimization by being the first to resort to violence. For example,
Muftić, Bouffard, and Bouffard (2007) examined both men and women arrested for intimate
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partner violence and their data revealed that male offenders were significantly more violent than
female offenders and that a male’s violence often precipitated his own victimization. In addition,
male arrestees were more likely than their female partners to have criminal histories of intimate
partner violence. These findings indicate that female offenders may actually be victims of
violence who are striking back against their abusers.
An offender’s interpretation of events can often influence the reactions of officials. In
many cases, the offender perceives themselves as less blameworthy and their behavior as
justifiable in light of their partner’s behavior. A convincing offender can prevent his or her own
arrest by portraying himself or herself as the victim and playing off of the officer or judge’s
perceptions of domestic violence (Henning & Holdford, 2006). Offenders often slyly ask the
officer or judge to relate to their situation. For example, the offender may claim that he is the
breadwinner who came home to the constant nagging wife, and one day he just “snapped”
because of the stress she placed on him. It was not his fault he hit her; she was unappreciative
and should have just left him alone. For instance, Henning and Holdford (2006) found that
offenders were inclined to blame their behavior on the victim. Two-thirds of the 2,834 male
domestic violence probationers interviewed blamed their behavior on characteristics of their
partners with 50% of the sample claiming they acted in self-defense (Henning & Holdford,
2006). The ability of the offender to successfully portray the victim in a less than credible light
also can affect the way that the victim is viewed by the criminal justice system.
In a study conducted by Van Hightower and Gorton (2002), researchers examined the
perceptions of members of the courtroom workgroup, including judges and prosecutors. The
majority of law enforcement officers reported that their decision to arrest was obscured by the
victim’s credibility. In many situations, the officer described the female victim as trying to “get
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even” with her partner for doing something that upset her. The judges interviewed claimed that
99% of the time they did precisely what the district attorney recommended. Unfortunately for the
victims, the district attorney expressed that he felt many victims of domestic violence enjoyed
the abuse. He believed that victims who stayed with their abusers and who drank regularly
enjoyed being involved in an abusive relationship. One judge even agreed with the district
attorney’s sentiments by citing a recent protective order hearing involving a repeat offender. The
judge reported repeatedly granting a victim’s protective order, but every time the victim and
offender “sobered up” they would be right back together. In these types of cases, both the judges
and district attorney felt they were “wasting their time.”
In spite of the authority and importance society grants police officers and court personnel,
they are not the only individuals influencing criminal justice policy. The public has a vast impact
upon the enforcement of laws, as well as on the punishment of offenders. An officer’s perception
of intimate partner violence, for example, is not only influenced by his or her personal beliefs
and prior socialization, but can also be impacted by the public’s perception of the seriousness of
this class of crimes. For instance, Stalans and Finn (2006) found that the public is often more
supportive of arrests in instances of stranger violence, as opposed to instances where the offender
is known to the victim. This finding suggests that the public views stranger violence as a far
more serious problem than intimate partner violence, despite the fact that most victims of crime
are victimized by someone they know. The public’s opinion may persuade officers to concentrate
primarily on stranger violence as opposed to intimate partner violence.
Theorists have proposed that the law and its enforcement can be seen as either reflecting
the public’s interests or as only serving the interest of a few powerful elite in society. Stalans and
Finn (2006) compared public and police perceptions of domestic violence to determine if the
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officers’ interpretation of the law reflected public interpretations. Data revealed that a person’s
group association was highly related to their recommendation for the arrest of male offenders.
Officers who were classified as experienced, as compared to less experienced officers and
civilians, were more likely to recommend arrest for only the male involved in the dispute
(Stalans & Finn, 2006). Additionally, members of the public were less likely than either group of
officers to recommend arrest of the male partner when they perceived the female as responsible
for the situation. Officers were more likely than members of the public to consider the type of
injury and his or her perception of the injury as being minor or severe as opposed to the
blameworthiness of the parties when he or she made his or her arrest decision. Overall, members
of the public were less likely to recommend arrest while police officers, both experienced and
inexperienced, were less inclined to defend a mentally incompetent victim because she was
viewed as an unreliable witness. Stalans and Finn (2006) also found that an individual’s gender
made a significant impact upon his or her perceptions of domestic violence. Women were more
likely than men to believe that a wife acted in self-defense. Additionally, women were more
likely than men to perceive the wife as being the only party injured in a dispute and the husband
to be acting intentionally and unjustifiably.
The fates of offenders also may be decided by a jury of their peers, whose personal
attitudes and beliefs affect the outcome. Mock jurors’ perceptions can often be interpreted as
reflections of societal norms and beliefs. Therefore, Kern, Libkuman, and Temple (2007)
investigated the effect of provocation on mock jurors’ sentencing decisions. Mock jurors who
perceived the victim as provoking the abuser, despite the relatively innocuous nature of the
“provocation”, were more likely to recommend a reduced sentence for the offender. In
comparison, when mock jurors were introduced to a woman depicted as non-provoking, a stricter
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sentence was recommended. Mock jurors were also more likely to blame the husband in
situations where the wife was depicted as unprovoking, while participants who perceived the
female as the provoking party were more likely to blame the battered wife. Importantly, though,
researchers found that women in the sample were significantly more likely to attribute blame to
the male abuser than were men.
Some researchers have attempted to sample members of the general community for
perceptions studies. For example, Carlson and Worden (2005) surveyed 1,200 residents from
different communities throughout New York City in an attempt to ascertain the public’s general
opinions of domestic violence. Study participants readily identified punching, slapping, or
forcible sex by men as domestic violence and as illegal; nevertheless, the same subjects were less
inclined to view these behaviors as illegal and/or as domestic violence when committed by
women. Additionally, participants were more willing to label behaviors like stalking and verbal
abuse as domestic violence, but less willing to designate these types of behaviors as illegal. Data
also revealed that older participants were more likely to attribute blame to females who were
perceived as provoking. Worden and Carlson (2005) suggested that older individuals may hold
more traditional and accepting beliefs about domestic violence because they were adults in the
period before the violence against women movement began. Two-thirds of participants believed
that domestic violence was a common occurrence. One-third of participants agreed that they
believed domestic violence was a “normal” behavior, indicating a level of complacency with
regard to domestic violence. Approximately one in four respondents expressed that they felt
some women want to be abused and two-thirds felt that women could escape violent
relationships if they had the desire. These responses suggested that a significant proportion of
participants attributed blame to victims because they saw these individuals as seeking,
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provoking, and ultimately accepting violence. Respondents who acknowledged domestic
violence as a constantly evolving behavior, as compared to individuals who saw domestic
violence as a one time occurrence, were more likely to attribute blame to the victim.
College Students’ Perceptions of Domestic Violence
As demonstrated by the preceding studies, public perceptions often influence greater
societal decisions, such as when to arrest and who is at fault in criminal case. The purpose of
many intimate partner violence perception studies is to evaluate the extent to which victim
blaming attitudes permeate society; although, research on the general public proves to be rare, so
researchers often use convenience samples, such as college students.
Pierce and Harris (1993) analyzed college students’ reaction to a fabricated newspaper
article describing an incidence of intimate partner violence. The sample included 469
undergraduate students from a large public Midwestern university. Each participant was given a
fictitious newspaper article that depicted a domestic violence incident between a husband and
wife. The researchers randomly assigned participants to different scenarios in which researchers
manipulated multiple factors. Researchers manipulated the race of the abuser, portraying him as
either black or white, and provocation by depicting the wife as either docile or as yelling at her
husband. The final variable manipulated by the researchers was the degree of injury described in
the article. A portion of the participants read an article that described the wife as suffering from a
minor injury, a black eye, while others were introduced to a wife who was bleeding and had a
black eye. Participants were then given a survey with 14 different measures and asked to rate
their responses on a seven point scale. Subjects were asked to indicate how seriously they
perceived the incident to be, who they felt was to blame for the incident how they would respond

19

to the incident had they been a witness, if they felt the offender’s behavior was justifiable, and if
the offender deserved to be punished.
Data revealed gender to be a substantial factor influencing individual perceptions of the
domestic dispute. Overall, women were more predisposed than men to believe that the wife was
less to blame for the abuse than the husband. In comparison to men, women were also more
likely to claim that they would call the police had they witnessed the event. Men were more
likely to blame the husband if the wife did not provoke his behavior, while women perceived the
husband as being chiefly responsible for the abuse, regardless of provocation. Males were also
more likely than women to indicate that they believed the husband had a right to use physical
force, but only if the husband was white, was provoked by the offender, and the injury was
described as being minor (Pierce & Harris, 1993). In addition, the race of the abuser impacted
the participants’ perceptions of the victim’s blameworthiness. Subjects were more apt to view the
victim as responsible for her victimization if the husband was white and the injury described was
minor.
Riggs and O’Leary (1996) surveyed college students in an effort to determine the
prevalence of domestic violence on college campuses, as well as attitudes toward violence. The
sample was comprised of 345 undergraduate students, 125 males and 250 females. Participants
were asked to indicate the amount of times he or she engaged in physically aggressive and
verbally/psychologically aggressive behaviors with their partner during their relationship.
Examples of verbally or psychologically aggressive behaviors were insulting or swearing at
one’s partner, refusing to give sex or affection, threatening to break up with one’s partner, and
throwing, hitting, or kicking some object. Researchers also inquired about each participant’s past
experiences with violence during his or her childhood and adolescence. In addition, participants
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were asked to rate their responses on a four-point scale to six different items designed to identify
which violent behaviors the participant believed were justifiable.
Thirty percent of the men and 34% of the women reported that they had physically
abused their current partners (Riggs & O’Leary, 1996). Only a small proportion of the sample,
5% of women and 7% of men, reported engaging is serious forms of physical aggression
(choking, forced sex, beat up their partner, and/or threatened their partner with a weapon). The
majority of participants reported that they had engaged in verbal or psychological aggression
with merely 7% of males and 3% of females reported that they had never engaged in any form of
psychological or verbal aggression. More importantly, men indicated that relationship violence
was more justifiable than women, and men reported higher rates of violence in their past than
women. Men and women with more accepting attitudes toward violence and a past aggressive
history were more likely to engage in intimate partner violence than those who failed to condone
violent attitudes.
Bryant and Spencer (2003) also investigated college students’ attribution of blame in
domestic violence situations involving a husband and wife. Additionally, the researchers
examined how the students’ attribution of blame impacted their use of violent behavior in their
current dating relationships. The sample included 346 undergraduate students from an upstate
New York university.
Bryant and Spencer (2003) distributed a survey intended to measure the level of blame
individuals assigned to victims and perpetrators based on situational and societal factors.
Examples of situational factors were the presence of alcohol or drugs in the home and violence in
impoverished households. Societal factors were identified as behaviors influenced by social
conditions including the ideas that: intimate partner violence is caused by the abundance of sex
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and violence in the media, society condones wife battering by viewing women as property, and
violence is accepted within the context of marriage. Participants were asked to indicate their
level of belief that each of these factors causes violence. In addition, participants were asked to
indicate how many times in the past year they utilized a form of violence against their partner.
Finally, participants were asked to indicate their willingness to use a given method to resolve a
conflict. Methods provided by the researcher ranged from verbal reasoning to mild or severe
physical aggression and included sexual violence.
Male subjects, when compared to female subjects, were more likely to blame a victim of
intimate partner violence for provoking her husband to resort to physical aggression (Bryant &
Spencer, 2003). Results indicated that individuals with a prior history of intimate partner
violence, as opposed to those who did not report a history of intimate partner violence, were
more likely to blame society for domestic violence because they believed that society
encouraged beliefs that condone domestic violence. Additionally, subjects who reported the use
of verbal aggression, minor and severe violence, and very severe violence were more likely to
blame the victim of domestic violence than participants who did not report the use of intimate
partner violence.
Using vignettes, Langhinrichsen- Rohling, Shlien-Dellinger, Huss, and Kramer (2004)
investigated how the interaction between college students’ sex and the victim-offender
relationship (whether the partners were married or acquaintances) impacted the observer’s
perceptions of the victim and offender. Data were collected from 108 female and 73 male college
students from a large Midwestern university. Participants were randomly selected to view one of
two short videos and randomly assigned to one of two alternating printed vignettes. Vignettes
were a written account of the video scenarios and were the same except for the description of the
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offender-victim relationship. One vignette described the two individuals as dating and the other
vignette depicted the individuals as acquaintances; both vignettes described a dinner party where
a male host was attempting to impress his boss. The marital condition described the female as the
male’s spouse, while the acquaintance condition described the female as the wife of one of the
male’s co-workers. Once participants read the written vignette, they were shown one of the two
videotapes. Each videotape was identical except researchers manipulated the type of abuse used
by the male. Each of the videos showed the male in the kitchen preparing dinner and the female
entering to assist with an overflowing pot when she accidentally spills the contents of the pot
onto the male’s shirt. One video depicted the male as only yelling at the female and accusing her
of ruining the dinner, while the other video described the male as yelling and raising his hand to
strike the woman. Researchers then gave each participant a survey with several items asking
participants to rate who they felt was at fault and their perceptions of each of the parties depicted
in the scenario.
Participants who observed the physically violent scenario were more likely to view the
male as more violent and abusive than subjects who viewed the psychologically abusive scenario
(Langhinrichsen et al., 2004). Women were more likely to indicate that they perceived the
offender as more culpable than male participants. Men were more likely than women to view the
female victim as more to blame for the violence than the male offender. Men were also more
likely than women to perceive the female victim as having psychological problems. The majority
of participants were inclined to believe that the female victim would suffer more psychological
damage if the offender was her husband rather than an acquaintance.
Despite the plethora of research devoted to domestic violence among college students,
researchers have failed to fully examine the factors that influence a college student’s perceptions
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of individuals involved in mutually violent relationships. Prior victim blaming and domestic
violence research has indicated that a range of victim and offender behaviors lead individuals
and, in many instances, society to blame one party rather than the other. In addition, research has
revealed that female college students, when compared to their male counterparts, are less likely
to embrace victim blaming attitudes. Generally, men are more critical of the victim and inclined
to see the female victim as contributing to the abuse through provocation. In addition, regardless
of sex, individuals perceived victims to be more affected by violence if the offender was a
spouse rather than an acquaintance. College students may perceive many victims of domestic
violence as offenders because the victim employed mild forms of violence, such as verbal threats
or a slap, to fend of his or her abuser. The subsequent study aims to add to domestic violence
research by analyzing college students’ perceptions of individuals involved in what could be
perceived as mutually violent relationships. Specifically, the study intends to determine which
victim and/or offender behaviors lead college students to blame the victim rather than the
offender when presented with an encounter that could be considered bidirectional violence.
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CHAPTER 3
Methodology and Descriptive Findings
This research study relied on a secondary analysis of data from a 2006 relationship
violence survey of students attending the University of Tennessee at Chattanooga (UTC). The
study utilized a 118 item survey to evaluate students’ attitudes towards domestic violence.
Faculty at the university were sent an email by the researchers asking permission for a student
assistant to come to their classrooms to administer the surveys. Student assistants were specially
trained on the administration of the surveys. The surveys took approximately fifteen to twenty
minutes to complete and were handed out at the beginning of the class period. Each survey
included a cover letter with information about the purpose of the study, contact information for
the researchers, an advisory assuring participants that the survey was voluntary and anonymous,
information regarding how to access results of the study, and a list of referral sources in the event
that any respondent was upset or experienced problems because of the sensitive nature of the
questions. To ensure anonymity, the cover letter informed students that all of the surveys would
be collected at one time and if a student chose not to participate in the study then they should
remain quietly at their desk and turn in the blank survey at the conclusion of administration. This
made it possible for those who chose not to participate to not be readily identified as nonparticipants. Researchers offered no incentives to induce study participation. Surveys were not
administered to classes taught or coordinated by any of the researchers involved in the project.
The project was approved by the Institutional Review Board with an approval number of 10-025.
The Sample
As previously mentioned, this study utilized a convenience sample of university students
from a southern metropolitan campus (n= 482). The sample was very similar to the population of
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the university from which it was drawn. Participants were asked to provide their exact age on the
survey and the average age of the sample was 23 years old with a standard deviation of 6.58. The
reported average age of UTC students as of fall 2006 was 23.7 years old (UTC Factbook, 2006).
Forty-three percent of the sample was male while 57% were female. The proportion of males to
females in the sample was also similar to the demographics of the campus, with UTC’s student
population being 42.1% male and 57.9% female (UTC Factbook, 2006). Participants were given
five options for their race which were later collapsed for analysis into the categories of white and
non-white. Seventy-two percent of the sample was white while 28% was non-white. White
students comprise 77.1% of University of Tennessee at Chattanooga students while non-white
students make up 22.9% of the campus population (UTC Factbook. 2006). Study participants
were primarily undergraduates (81.5%); however, this proportion is similar to the university’s
population with 84.5% of students pursuing an undergraduate degree. Table 1 displays a
comparison of the sample characteristics to the population.
Three chi square goodness-of-fit tests were performed in order to determine if the
observed frequencies of whites and non-whites with regard to gender, awareness, and education
differed significantly from the expected frequency distribution. Analysis revealed that there was
no significant difference between the distribution of whites and nonwhites in terms of gender
(χ²= .095). In addition, there were no significant differences between whites and nonwhites in
regard to awareness (χ²=.933). However, analysis did reveal that graduates were significantly
more likely to be white (χ²= .027). This coincided with the population distribution of graduates
and undergraduates at the university. In 2006, there were considerably more white graduate
students (N = 1165) than non-white graduate students (N = 214).
There were no significant differences between males and females in terms of age
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(α = .091). As could be expected, the mean age of graduates and undergraduates were found to
be significantly different (α. = .000). Graduates were significantly older with a mean age of
30.66 than undergraduates with a mean age of 21.69. This finding is not very surprising because
older students are typically at an advanced stage of their education.
Table 1: Sample and Population Comparison
Variables

Sample
n
347
135

%
72.0
28.0

White
Other

UTC
N
8293
2233

%
78.8
21.2

Race

White
Other

Sex

Male
Female

205
276

42.6
57.4

Male
Female

4633
5893

44.0
56.0

Education

Undergraduate
Graduate

393
87

81.9
18.1

Undergraduate
Graduate

9039
1487

86.0
14.0

Independent Variables
Along with demographic variables, education was incorporated to investigate the affects
that different degrees of education had upon one’s perception of relationship violence. In order to
gauge an individual’s comprehension of relationship violence with regard to this study, there
were two different aspects of education taken into consideration: awareness and one’s level of
education (i.e. undergraduate and graduate standing). Participants were asked to identify their
specific class standing including freshmen, sophomore, junior, senior, or graduate. Responses
were then collapsed to create the dichotomous categories of undergraduate and graduate for
descriptive analysis. The dummy coded variable was not used for multivariate analysis; the
original variable with specific class standing was utilized for subsequent multiple regression
analysis.
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Awareness was comprised of four survey items that were intended to measure a
participant’s universal awareness of domestic violence issues. First, participants were asked if
they had ever taken a college course that included a minimum of one hour of information on
domestic or relationship violence. Participants were then asked if they had ever had any training
or educational programming, besides in a college setting, on domestic or relationship violence.
The final awareness items asked students whether or not they were aware of any services on (a)
campus or (b) within the community, excluding the police, which were capable of aiding victims
of domestic or relationship violence (see Table 2 for a description of variables). Each of the four
survey items were followed by yes/no response choices. Responses to all four items were
combined to create a simple additive scale representing awareness. Possible scores on the scale
ranged from zero to four with positive scores indicating an increased awareness of
domestic/relationship violence and/or services. Participants scored zero on the scale if they
answered no to all four questions, one if they answered yes to one question, two if they answered
yes to two questions, and so on.
Forty-seven percent of the sample cited they had participated in a college course with at
least one hour devoted to information about domestic violence and 19% indicated they had some
sort of training on domestic violence. Thirty-five percent of the sample claimed they were aware
of domestic violence services on campus and 40% stated they knew of services within the
community. When collapsed into the Likert scale ranging from zero to four, analysis revealed
that participants were relatively aware of domestic violence and services ( x = 1.41; σ = 1.13).
Along with awareness, the variable measuring an individual’s preparedness to help assist
a victim of domestic violence was included. Participants were asked to rate their level of
preparedness on a scale of one to ten. A rating of one indicated not at all prepared to assist a
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Table 2: Description of Variables
Variables
Age

Description
Age range = 17-58; Mean = 23.3; Standard
Deviation = 6.58

Sex

Male = 0; Female = 1; 42.6% Male; 57.4%
Female

Race

White = 0; Other = 1; 72% White;
28% Other

Education

Undergraduate = 0 (81.9%); Graduate = 1
(18.1%)

Awareness Scale

Range: 0-4 (0 = completely unaware; 4 =
highly aware); Mean: 1.41; Standard
Deviation: 1.13

Attitudes Toward Women Scale

Range: 14-43 (higher scores indicate a
more positive view of women);
Mean: 29.23; Standard Deviation: 4.97

Justification Scale

Range: 0-52 (higher scores indicate an
increased belief that violence is justifiable);
Mean: 7.77; Standard Deviation: 9.41

Preparedness to help a domestic violence
victim

Range: 1-10 (1 = not at all prepared;
10 = well prepared); Mean = 5.49;
Standard Deviation = 4.84

Susan to Blame

Range: 1-4 (1 = strongly disagree; 4 =
strongly agree); Mean: 2.19; St. Dev.: .87

David to Blame

Range: 1-4 (1 = strongly disagree; 4 =
strongly agree); Mean: 3.04; St. Dev.: .76

Karen to Blame

Range: 1-4 (1 = strongly disagree; 4 =
strongly agree); Mean: 1.49; St. Dev: .69

Tom to Blame

Range: 1-4 (1 = strongly disagree; 4 =
strongly agree);Mean: 3.54; St. Dev.: .66
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victim and a ten indicated that the individual felt they were well prepared to help a victim. A
median score of 5.49 signified that the sample felt they were moderately prepared to help aid a
victim of domestic violence.
In addition to the previously mentioned demographic and education variables, the
variable of attitudes toward women was added as a control variable. It was essential to
incorporate this variable since the prior literature has indicated that attitudes toward women have
a significant impact on an individual’s attitudes toward intimate partner violence. There were
eleven items within the survey that were constructed to measure broad attitudes toward women
(see Table 3). Items were taken from Glick and Fiske’s (1996) Ambivalent Sexism Inventory.
Items included statements concerning women’s equality within society and the work
environment, feminist demands, women in the workplace, women’s personalities, and power
differentials between men and women within different relationships including intimate
relationships. Participants were then asked to rate their agreement with each statement on a
Likert scale ranging from one to four (1 = strongly disagree; 2 = disagree; 3 = agree; 4 = strongly
agree). Items were combined to create an attitudes toward women scale. Possible scores ranged
from 11-44 with a positive score indicating a less stereotypical view of women.
Overall, the sample held relatively positive views of women with a mean score of 29.
More than 50% of participants agreed that feminists are not seeking more power than men and
almost 70% agreed that feminists are making reasonable demands. In addition, over 60% of
participants felt that women do not exaggerate problems at work, are not easily offended, and do
not seek power by gaining control over men. More than 65% of the sample did not believe that
women interpreted innocent remarks as sexist nor did they perceive women to seek special
favors under the guise of equality. More than two-thirds of the sample did not feel that women
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claimed discrimination when they lost fairly nor became controlling once they were in a
committed relationship. Nearly 75% of participants did not believe that women failed to
appreciate everything men do for them. However, more than 80% of participants felt that many
women tease men sexually.
The final independent variable contained in the analysis was a scale measuring
justifications of violence. Justifications were added to the present study to investigate the
relationship between attitudes toward women and justifications of violence on individual
perceptions of blame. Prior literature has often assumed that attitudes toward women accompany
justifications for violence, in essence using justification of domestic violence as a proxy for
one’s attitudes toward women. Literature has frequently assumed that if one possessed
stereotypical attitudes toward women then they view violence as justifiable. Therefore, it is
necessary to establish that this is the case.
There were 19 items included in the survey to assess participant’s justifications of violent
behavior (see Table 4). The section of the survey was preceded by the beginning of the
statement: If you were in a serious relationship with someone, how justified would you be if you
hit your boy/girlfriend (partner) if s/he… The subsequent 19 items included statements such as
refused to have sex with you, had sex with another person, hit you first, made you angry,
ignored you, ended your relationship, harmed one of your family members or pet(s), threatened
you, taunted you, lied to you, and so on. Participants were asked to rate how justified they
believed their violent behavior would be with regard to each statement on a four point Likert
scale (3 = very justified; 2 = somewhat justified; 1 = a little justified; 0 = not at all justified). The
19 items were then combined to create a scale of justification with possible scores ranging from
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Table 3: Descriptive Findings for Attitudes toward Women
Variables

N

Women exaggerate problems at work.

Strongly Disagree
Disagree
Agree
Strongly Agree

73
229
158
16

15.3
48.1
33.2
3.4

2.75

Standard
Deviation
.75

Women are too easily offended.

Strongly Disagree
Disagree
Agree
Strongly Agree

70
231
166
14

14.6
48.0
34.5
2.9

2.74

.74

Most women interpret innocent remarks as
sexist.

Strongly Disagree
Disagree
Agree
Strongly Agree

42
282
142
12

8.8
59.0
29.7
2.5

2.74

.65

When women lost fairly, they claim
discrimination.

Strongly Disagree
Disagree
Agree
Strongly Agree

76
274
120
6

16.0
57.6
25.2
1.3

2.88

.67

Women seek special favors under guise of
equality.

Strongly Disagree
Disagree
Agree
Strongly Agree

76
234
155
9

16.0
49.4
32.7
1.9

2.80

.72
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%

Mean

Variables

N

Feminists are not seeking more power than
men.

Strongly Disagree
Disagree
Agree
Strongly Agree

47
167
208
53

9.9
35.2
43.8
11.2

2.56

Standard
Deviation
.82

Women seek power by gaining control
over men.

Strongly Disagree
Disagree
Agree
Strongly Agree

72
228
157
19

15.1
47.9
33.0
4.0

2.74

.76

Few women tease men sexually.

Strongly Disagree
Disagree
Agree
Strongly Agree

172
231
60
15

36.0
48.3
12.6
3.1

1.83

.76

Once a man commits, she puts him on a
tight leash.

Strongly Disagree
Disagree
Agree
Strongly Agree

97
245
121
16

20.3
51.5
25.3
3.3

2.88

.76

Women fail to appreciate all men do for
them.

Strongly Disagree
Disagree
Agree
Strongly Agree

105
250
109
16

21.9
52.1
22.7
3.3

2.93

.76

Feminists are making reasonable demands.

Strongly Disagree
Disagree
Agree
Strongly Agree

30
117
289
35

6.4
24.8
61.4
7.4

2.70

.70

33

%

Mean

zero to 57 and a mean score of 7.8 indicating a reluctance to see violence as justifiable in
most situations. Higher scores were indicative of an increased belief that violence is
justifiable.
On the whole, the sample found violence to be unjustifiable in most situations.
Over 90% of participants felt that they would not be justified at all if they hit their partner
for refusing to have sex with them, doing something they were told not to do, and for
nagging them for a long time. Additionally, over 80% of participants saw violence as
unjustifiable even when their partner ended their relationship, made them very angry,
forbid them to do something, and verbally abused them (called them mean/ugly names).
More than 70% felt that hitting their partner was not justifiable at all even when their
partner had destroyed the participant’s valued possession, lied to them, and spent copious
amounts of the participant’s money. Over two-thirds felt that violence was not justifiable
when their partner had merely threatened to hit them.
However, mean scores revealed that the sample was more likely to justify violence in
certain situations. For instance, almost 40% indicated that they felt they would be more
justified to hit their partner if their partner hit them first ( x = 1.27). In addition, over 30%
of participants believed they would be more justified if they hit their partner after their
partner had threatened to harm one of the participant’s family members ( x = 1.00). Then
next situation that participants were more likely to justify was if their partner had harmed
the participant’s pet, 19.4% felt they would be more justified in this context.
Dependent Variables
Participants were exposed to two vignettes within the survey. The first scenario
depicted a couple involved in a domestic dispute that was initiated by a female
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Table 4: Descriptive Findings for Justification of Violence
Variable: If you were in a serious
relationship with someone, how justified
would you be if you hit your
boy/girlfriend (partner) if s/he:

n

%

Mean

Standard
Deviation

Refused to cook and keep the house clean

Not at all Justified
Little Justified
Somewhat Justified
Very Justified

445
18
13
4

92.7
3.8
2.7
0.8

0.12

0.46

Had sex with another person

Not at all Justified
Little Justified
Somewhat Justified
Very Justified

224
134
69
53

46.7
27.9
14.4
11.0

0.90

1.02

Ignored you

Not at all Justified
Little Justified
Somewhat Justified
Very Justified

434
26
15
6

90.2
5.4
3.1
1.2

0.15

0.52

Made fun of you at a party

Not at all Justified
Little Justified
Somewhat Justified
Very Justified

408
47
19
6

90.2
5.4
3.1
1.2

0.21

0.57

Told friends your sexual performance was
horrible

Not at all Justified
Little Justified
Somewhat Justified
Very Justified

342
86
28
25

71.1
17.9
5.8
5.2

0.45

0.82
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Variable: If you were in a serious
relationship with someone, how justified
would you be if you hit your
boy/girlfriend (partner) if s/he:

n

%

Mean

Standard
Deviation

Threatened to hurt a family member

Not at all Justified
Little Justified
Somewhat Justified
Very Justified

211
117
91
61

44.0
24.4
19.0
12.7

1.00

1.07

Refused to have sex with you

Not at all Justified
Little Justified
Somewhat Justified
Very Justified

443
22
11
4

92.3
4.6
2.3
0.8

0.12

0.45

Did something you told them not to do

Not at all Justified
Little Justified
Somewhat Justified
Very Justified

433
28
17
3

90.0
5.8
3.5
0.6

0.15

0.48

Ended the relationship

Not at all Justified
Little Justified
Somewhat Justified
Very Justified

422
31
16
11

87.9
6.5
3.3
2.3

0.20

0.60

Hit you first

Not at all Justified
Little Justified
Somewhat Justified
Very Justified

167
123
86
105

34.7
25.6
17.9
21.8

1.27

1.15
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Variable: If you were in a serious
relationship with someone, how justified
would you be if you hit your
boy/girlfriend (partner) if s/he:

n

%

Mean

Standard
Deviation

Made you really angry

Not at all Justified
Little Justified
Somewhat Justified
Very Justified

407
52
19
2

84.8
10.8
4.0
0.4

0.20

0.51

Forbid you to do something

Not at all Justified
Little Justified
Somewhat Justified
Very Justified

431
31
12
7

89.6
6.4
2.5
1.5

0.16

0.52

Harmed your pet

Not at all Justified
Little Justified
Somewhat Justified
Very Justified

271
116
59
34

56.5
24.2
12.3
7.1

0.70

0.94

Nagged you about something for a very
long time

Not at all Justified
Little Justified
Somewhat Justified
Very Justified

439
27
9
6

91.3
5.6
1.9
1.2

0.13

0.48

Spent a lot of your money

Not at all Justified
Little Justified
Somewhat Justified
Very Justified

376
57
25
22

78.3
11.9
5.2
4.6

0.36

0.78
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Variable: If you were in a serious
relationship with someone, how justified
would you be if you hit your
boy/girlfriend (partner) if s/he:

n

%

Mean

Standard
Deviation

Called you mean and ugly names

Not at all Justified
Little Justified
Somewhat Justified
Very Justified

394
47
25
15

81.9
9.8
5.2
3.1

0.30

0.71

Destroyed your favorite possession

Not at all Justified
Little Justified
Somewhat Justified
Very Justified

340
76
44
21

70.7
15.8
9.1
4.4

0.47

0.83

Lied to you about where they were and
who they were with

Not at all Justified
Little Justified
Somewhat Justified
Very Justified

370
66
28
16

77.1
13.8
5.8
3.3

0.35

0.74

Threatened to hit you

Not at all Justified
Little Justified
Somewhat Justified
Very Justified

322
80
48
28

67.4
16.7
10.0
5.9

0.54

0.90
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(Susan) verbally berating and slapping her boyfriend (David) whom she caught having an affair.
This scenario was meant to gauge respondents’ perceptions of relationship violence that can be
construed as being “mutual violence”. In addition, the female in this scenario can be construed as
provoking the male’s violent reaction. The scenario was printed as follows:
Susan and David are college students who have been dating for six months. They
both agreed that they wanted it to be exclusive, i.e., they would not date other
people. They were supposed to go to the movies, but David called at the last
minute and said he was sick. Susan offered to go to his house and take care of
him, but he refused saying he was going to bed for the night. Susan called to see
how David was feeling the next morning and heard a woman’s voice in the
background. David had a sexual relationship with another woman, Mary, about 2
months ago and mutual friends told Susan about it. Susan was suspicious about
David’s behavior and drove by his house and saw Mary leaving. Susan went
inside and confronted David. She was very angry and screaming at him. She was
calling him names and threatening to break up with him. David just stood there
and listened to her rant and rave for about a half hour. Susan continued to behave
in an angry manner and then slapped David across the face, saying that he didn’t
care that she was upset. David punched Susan in the face and shoved her out the
door and down the steps. Susan ended up with a sprained wrist and a deep cut on
her knee.

The second scenario portrays a more stereotypical image of relationship violence. The
particular relationship depicted in the scenario is intended to represent what is generally thought
to be a clear case of domestic violence. This scenario was depicted as follows:
Karen and Tom are college students who been dating exclusively for six months.
Lori has invited them to a party at her house, in part, because Karen won’t go
anywhere without Tom. Lori doesn’t get to see her friend much lately. Karen has
seemed to change quite a bit. She has told you that Tom is very jealous. She is
dressing differently because Tom thinks her skirts were too short and that she was
dressing too sexy. She is growing her hair because he likes it long. She has quit
going to her study group because Tom doesn’t like two of the men in the group;
he thinks they are trying to date Karen. Last week Lori heard Tom call Karen a
stupid bitch when she tripped on the sidewalk. When Lori asked Karen about it
later, she laughed and said she is very clumsy. At the party, everything seems to
be going well. Karen is talking to a mutual friend, David. They seem to be
having a good conversation. She laughs loudly and puts her arm around him
briefly. Tom then storms across the room and begins yelling at her loudly calling
her a slut. He slaps her hard across the face. She shoves him in response. He
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grabs her by the arm and steers her toward the door. Her lip is bleeding. He
appears quite agitated and is mumbling things about the revealing clothes that she
wore to the party. They leave the party.
Following each vignette were a series of questions regarding each given situation.
Participants were asked to rate their agreement on a Likert scale representing strongly agree,
agree, disagree, or strongly disagree. Responses were then coded on a one to four Likert scale (4
= strongly agree; 1 = strongly disagree). Names in each item were altered to reflect the
individuals within a respective scenario. These items were:
Susan/Karen is to blame for the way the situation ended.
David/Tom is to blame for the way the situation ended.
These items were used to identify how different contextual variables in the scenarios and
individual perceptions of blame. An additional item was used to assess whether respondents
though the situation seemed realistic. Participants indicated that they felt the scenarios were
realistic with 87 % of the sample stating they considered the first scenario to be realistic and 85%
regarding the second scenario as realistic.
Overall, T-tests revealed that participants were significantly more likely to blame the males than
females in both scenarios (see table). Participants were most apt to blame the male in the second
scenario (Tom) ( x = 3.54) then the male in the first scenario (David) ( x = 3.04). Over 90% of
participants agreed that the male in the second, more stereotypical scenario was to blame for the
situation and over 80% agreed that the male in the other scenario was to blame for the situation.
T-tests also demonstrated that there were significant differences between the means for the
variable Susan to blame and Karen to blame. Participants were significantly more likely to blame
the female in the first scenario (Susan) ( x = 2.19) than the female in the second, more
stereotypical scenario ( x = 1.49). More than 90% of participants disagreed with the statement
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asserting the female in the second, stereotypical scenario (Karen) was to blame for the situation
and over 60% indicated that they did not believe the female in the first scenario (Susan) was to
blame.
The subsequent analysis will focus on bivariate and multivariate methods of analysis to
interpret which contextual variables interact to explain individual interpretations of blame. The
bivariate analysis will consist of a correlation analysis to find out which variables are related.
Then, a multiple regression analysis will be completed to discover which independent variables
influence each dependent variable.
Table 5: Descriptive Findings for Dependent Variables
Variables

N

%

Mean

Standard
Deviation

Susan is to Strongly Disagree
Disagree
Blame
Agree
Strongly Agree

119
172
159
25

25.1
36.2
33.5
5.3

2.19

.87

David is to Strongly Disagree
Disagree
Blame
Agree
Strongly Agree

18
75
256
131

3.8
15.6
53.3
27.3

3.04

.76

Karen is
to Blame

Strongly Disagree
Disagree
Agree
Strongly Agree

284
150
26
9

60.6
32.0
5.5
1.9

1.49

.69

Tom is to
Blame

Strongly Disagree
Disagree
Agree
Strongly Agree

8
21
148
292

1.7
4.5
31.6
62.3

3.54

.66
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CHAPTER 4
Analysis
This chapter will focus upon bivariate and multivariate analyses that were performed with
the data set. Bivariate analyses are used to test association and causality. Association refers to the
ability to know or predict the value of the dependent variable if the value of the independent
variable is known. However, bivariate analysis can be limited in the sense that the interactions of
other independent variables can be masked. There may appear to be a relationship between the
dependent and one independent variable, but another independent variable may be having a
stronger impact upon that relationship (Soderstrom, 2008). Therefore, it is necessary to employ
multivariate analyses to further explore the nature of relationships between the independent and
dependent variables. Multivariate analysis allows one to estimate the effects of an independent
variable on a dependent variable, while controlling for the effects of one or more other
independent variables.
Bivariate Analysis
In order to determine which factors were significantly correlated, bi-variate correlations
were conducted (see Table 6). A bivariate correlation analysis was performed to gauge the
relationships between all of the variables of interest. The measures of correlation can be positive
or negative indicating the direction of the relationship between the dependent and independent
variables. Correlations closer to positive/negative one indicated that the variables were highly
correlated (Soderstrom, 2008). A negative correlation means that as the value of dependent
variable increases the value of the independent variable decreases and vice versa, while a
positive correlation means that as
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the value of the independent variable increases than so does the value of the dependent variable.
Relationships further from zero signify that the relationship is higher or closer to being a
“perfect” relationship between the independent and dependent variables. In general, correlations
that range from .30 to .49 are considered moderate relationships with anything falling below .29
indicating a weak relationship, and .50 to 1.00 signify a strong relationship (Soderstrom, 2008).
If a relationship has a correlation coefficient higher than .75 it can often be indicative of
multicollinearity, which means that the variables are so highly correlated that they are measuring
the same phenomenon or basically expressing the same information. A discussion of the most
theoretically interesting variables will follow.
Several of the independent variables had significant correlations with each other. Sex and
education were both correlated with awareness, with the strongest correlation being between sex
and awareness. Females were significantly more likely to be aware of domestic violence and
services than males. In addition, those with more education were more likely to be aware than
those with less education. Preparation also revealed significant correlations with awareness,
education, and age. Those who were more aware of domestic violence and services were
significantly more likely to be prepared to help a victim of violence than those who were
unaware. Those who were younger and less educated were significantly more likely to indicate
they were prepared to help a victim of domestic violence.
Attitudes toward women also proved to be correlated with several of the other
independent variables. The strongest correlation was between sex and attitudes toward women
followed by education, age, preparation, and then awareness. Females were significantly more
likely to have less stereotypical attitudes toward women than men. In addition, the weaker
relationships indicated that participants who were more educated, older, less prepared, or more.
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Table 6: Bivariate Correlation Matrix
Age

Race

Sex

Educ.

Aware

Prep.

ATW

Just

Susan to
Blame

Karen to
Blame

Race

-.089

Sex

.078

.076

Edu.

.559*

-.096*

.170*

Aware

.064

-.044

.207*

.157*

Prepared

-.102*

.001

.036

-.106*

.178*

ATW

.194*

.085

.480*

.239*

.103*

-.109*

Just.

-.205*

.208*

.099*

-.160*

.101*

.087

-.170*

Susan to
Blame

.019

.108*

-.051

.046

.012

.059

-.170*

.143*

Karen to
Blame

.081

-.066

-.245*

-.002

-.025

.018

-.235*

.047

.221*

David to
Blame

.003

.021

-.086

.023

.014

.008

-.005

-.003

-.138*

-.056

Tom to
Blame
* p < .05

-.028

.068

.114*

.045

.023

-.024

.106*

.048

-.054

-.408*
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David to
Blame

.251*

aware were significantly more likely to hold less stereotypical attitudes toward women than
those who were less educated, younger, more prepared, and less aware.
The variable of justification was also correlated with many of the other independent
variables. The strongest correlation was between race and justification then age, attitudes toward
women, education, awareness, and sex. Non-whites were significantly more likely to view
violence as more justifiable than whites. Age was the second strongest relationship with
participants who were younger being significantly more likely to justify violence than older
participants. The other correlations indicated that participants who held stereotypical attitudes
toward women, were less educated, more aware, or female were significantly more likely to view
violence as more justifiable than participants who had positive attitudes toward women, were
more educated, less aware, and male.
As previously mentioned, most participants believed the males in the scenarios were to
blame for the violence. Participants were most apt to blame the male in the more stereotypical
scenario (Tom) and analysis at the bivariate level revealed that sex and attitudes toward women
were significantly related to blame for Tom. The strongest relationship was between sex and
blame for Tom with females being significantly more likely to blame Tom than males.
Individuals with more positive attitudes toward women were significantly more likely to blame
Tom than those with more stereotypical attitudes toward women. Interestingly, no variables
revealed significant relationships with the dependent variable of blame for David at the bivariate
level.
With regard to the variables of blame for the females in the scenarios, several
independent variables revealed significant relationships. Descriptive findings indicated that the
female in the first scenario (Susan) was more likely to be blamed by participants than was the
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female in the stereotypical scenario (Karen). The strongest relationship at the bivariate level for
the variable of blame for Susan was with attitudes toward women. Individuals with negative
attitudes toward women were significantly more likely to blame Susan than those with positive
attitudes toward women. The second strongest relationship was between justifications and blame
for Susan. Individuals who perceived violence to be more justifiable were significantly more
likely to blame Susan for the situation than those who felt violence was less justifiable. Finally,
race was correlated with the variable of Susan to blame with non-whites being significantly more
likely to believe Susan was to blame than whites.
The final dependent variable measuring blame for the female in the stereotypical situation
(Karen) revealed significant correlations with sex and attitudes toward women. Karen was the
least likely to be blamed out of the four individuals portrayed within the scenarios. The strongest
correlation was between sex and blame for Karen. Males were significantly more likely to blame
Karen than females. Bivariate analysis revealed that individuals who held more stereotypical
attitudes toward women were more likely to blame Karen than those with less stereotypical
attitudes toward women.
The dependent variables were also significantly correlated with each other. The
relationships are relatively unsurprising. The strongest correlation was between the individuals in
the second stereotypical situation. If participants saw the female (Karen) to blame then they were
significantly less likely to see Tom to blame. Individuals who viewed the male to blame in one
scenario were significantly more likely to view the other male to blame. Similarly, participants
who blamed the female in one scenario were significantly more likely to blame the female in the
other scenario. Finally, participants who felt the female in the first scenario (Susan) was to blame
were significantly less likely to blame the male in the first scenario (David). As with the second
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scenario, it is not surprising to find that participants who assign blame to one party in a scenario
are less likely to view the other party within that same scenario to blame.
Multivariate Analysis
Following the bivariate analysis, a multivariate analysis employing multiple regression
was conducted. The multiple regression technique allowed for the investigation of relationships
between the eight independent variables and each dependent variable while controlling for the
effects between the eight independent variables (Tabachnick & Fidell, 1989) (The variable of
education that was dummy coded earlier, was returned to its original ratio or interval
measurement). The beta value measures how strongly the independent variable affects the
dependent variable. There are unstandardized (often referred to as b) and standardized beta
values (also referred to as B). The original units of measurement of the dependent and
independent variable are used to formulate the unstandardized regression coefficient (Williams,
2009). If there are several independent variables that are measured in different unit then the
unstandardized beta coefficient can not be compared to each other. Standardized Betas can be
calculated to compare relationships produced by any independent variable regardless of what
unit of measurement is used for that variable. The standardized Beta will be used to interpret
subsequent multiple regression models.
Positive Beta coefficients are interpreted as meaning that for every increase of one in the
value of the independent variable then there is an increase equal to the Beta value of the
dependent variable. Negative Beta coefficients mean that for every increase of one in the
independent variables leads to a decrease equal to the Beta value in the dependent variable
(Soderstrom, 2008). The r-squared value explains how much of the variance is explained by the
model. For example, if the r-squared value is .05 then 5% of the variation in the dependent
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variable is explained by knowing the significant independent variables (Tabachnick & Fidell,
1989).
Multiple regression analysis was conducted for each dependent variable in order to
determine the influence each independent variable had upon the dependent variables (see Table
7). Eight independent variables were regressed on each dependent variable. Regression analysis
for the variable assessing blame for the first scenario’s female (Susan) revealed race and attitudes
toward women as significant variables. Attitudes toward women was the strongest predictor
(Beta = -.192) with race being a weaker predictor (Beta = .114). Participants who were nonwhite or held more stereotypical attitudes toward women were more likely to blame the female
in the first scenario
(Susan). These variables accounted for approximately 5% of the variance (R2 = .047) and
the model was significant (p = .000). The second model included a regression of the eight
independent variables on the variable assessing blame for the second scenario’s female (Karen).
Analysis revealed age, sex, or attitudes toward women explained whether participants’ blamed
the female in the second scenario (Karen). Participants who were male, had stereotypical
attitudes toward women, or were older were significantly more likely to blame Karen than
participants who were female, held less stereotypical attitudes toward women, and were younger.
Sex was the strongest predictor (Beta = -.176) followed by attitudes toward women (Beta = .147), and then age (Beta =.144). This model explained approximately 8% of the variance (R2 =
.076) and the model was significant (p = .000).
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Table 7: Regression Coefficients for Blame
Susan To Blame
Beta
Age
.038
Race
.114
Sex
.017
Education
.095
Preparedness
.044
Aware
-.001
ATW
-.192
Justification
.091
2
R = .047; * Significant p < .05; Model Significance = .000

Significance Level
.495
.016*
.747
.092
.345
.975
.001*
.066

Karen To Blame
Beta
Age
.144
Race
-.047
Sex
-.176
Education
-.018
Preparedness
.010
Aware
.011
ATW
-.147
Justification
.079
R2 = .076; * Significant p < .05; Model Significance = .000

Significance Level
.009*
.313
.001*
.747
.830
.814
.007*
.106

David To Blame
Age
Race
Sex
Education
Preparedness
Aware
ATW
Justification
R2 = -.007; Model Significance = .790

Beta
-.009
.025
-.114
.026
.010
.018
.039
.010

Significance Level
.869
.605
.039
.653
.836
.716
.488
.836

Tom To Blame
Age
Race
Sex
Education
Preparedness
Aware
ATW
Justification
R2 = .007; Model Significance = .188

Beta
-.077
.054
.049
.084
-.017
-.008
.070
.046

Significance Level
.178
.259
.376
.149
.720
.868
.217
.360
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The third model regressed the eight independent variables on the variable assessing
blame for the male in the first scenario (David). The model explained a small proportion of the
variance (R2 = -.007) and failed to be significant (p = .790). The final model comprised of a
regression of the eight independent variables along the variable of blame for the male in the
second scenario (Tom). Similar to the variable of blame for David, there were no significant
variables within the model and the model failed to be statistically significant (p = .188).
In sum, multivariate analysis revealed that attitudes toward woman and sex were two of
the most influential variables on the dependent variables of blame involving female victims.
Attitudes toward women and race had the strongest impact upon blame for the female in the first,
less stereotypical scenario, while sex and attitudes toward women had the most influence upon
blame for the female in the second, stereotypical situation. Justification failed to be significant
within either of the multivariate models for the females. The regression models for blame with
regard to the males failed to be significant; no variables were able to predict the dependent
variable of blame for male perpetrators of domestic violence.
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CHAPTER 5
Discussion
Before discussing the major findings and implications of this study, it is important to
recognize that there were several limitations to the study. The first major limitation to the study
is that it is derived from a convenience sample. Convenience samples utilize subjects who are
readily available and do not recruit subjects from the entire population. The main problem with
convenience samples is that this method can exclude certain populations from the sample that are
not easily accessible therefore not producing a truly representative sample of a given population.
Findings from convenience samples must be interpreted with caution because they are not
generalizable to the entire population; however, it should be noted that the sample used for this
study highly resembled the population from which it was drawn (refer to Table 1 for sample and
population comparisons).
In addition, the sample was drawn from a single southern university. Students attending
universities in other regions of the United States (i.e. northeast, west coast, etc.) may have
different attitudes towards women and domestic violence. Regional attitudes and customs vary
throughout the United States; accordingly, individuals in different locations may have different
perceptions of domestic violence and its victims. Future studies could benefit from obtaining
samples from various institutions throughout the United States to compare regional perceptions
of domestic violence and domestic violence victims.
Furthermore, the findings cannot be extended to individuals outside of the academic
setting because there is no representation of individuals outside of the university community.
Individuals within the university community generally have more access to resources relating to
violence against women issues, such as classes and awareness activities, than the general public.
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Consequently, college students may be more informed and open-minded than the general
population and their perceptions of domestic violence may be different than that of the everyday
citizen. Therefore, it would be interesting for future researchers to analyze individuals outside of
the university community like blue collar workers or high school dropouts.
Despite the various limitations, this study yields interesting findings with regard to the
dependent variables of blame. First of all, participants were significantly more inclined to blame
the males rather than the females in both scenarios for the way the situation ended. This finding
is hopeful and signifies that the movement against domestic violence has, to an extent,
transformed perceptions of intimate partner violence.
The male in the stereotypical scenario (Tom) was the most likely to be blamed out of the
four individuals depicted within the vignettes. Over 90% of participants agreed that he was to
blame for how the situation ended. This variable, Tom to blame, demonstrated a significant
association with sex and attitudes toward women at the bivariate level, yet these relationships
disappeared at the multivariate level. Incidentally, the variable of blame for the male in the first
scenario (David) failed to reveal any relationships with the other independent variables at both
the bivariate and multivariate level.
It is not surprising that none of the independent variables could effectively predict
whether or not participants blamed either male in the scenarios. Participants overwhelmingly
agreed that the males were to blame for the way each situation ended, thus producing little
variance within the data for these variables. This finding may have been different had the study
been conducted 20 or 30 years ago, but the increased awareness of domestic violence and of
programs geared toward reducing violence against women, especially on college campuses,
appear to have made a noteworthy impact on perceptions of abusers.
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Even though the majority of the sample did not believe the females were at fault for the
violent situations, findings indicate that a small proportion of individuals still view women to
blame for domestic violence. Multivariate and bivariate analysis revealed significant findings for
both females depicted in the vignettes. The female in the first, less stereotypical scenario
(Susan), was the most likely woman to be blamed with 39% of the sample agreeing that Susan
was to be blamed for the way the situation ended. In all likelihood, this finding is due to the fact
that Susan was the first to resort to physical violence, despite the comparatively innocuous nature
of her actions. It is interesting that this small minority of participants perceived a mere slap to
have such a grave impact upon their perceptions of a victim, especially when the male’s reaction
resulted in the hospitalization of the female. However, prior research has also found minor
provocation on the part of victim to fundamentally mitigate offender responsibility (Bryant &
Spencer, 2003; Kern et al., 2007; Pierce & Harris, 1993; Worden & Carlson, 2005).
Justification revealed a significant correlation with blame for the first female (Susan) in
bivariate analysis, yet failed to be significant at the multivariate level. The bivariate relationship
between justifications and blame for Susan was most likely an indirect one where it was negated
because of the greater direct association between the dependent variable and another independent
variable. In this case, the direct relationship was the strongest bivariate association (attitudes
toward women and Susan to blame) which also proved to be the strongest multivariate
association.
The findings with regard to blame for the females confirm past research that has found
attitudes toward women to have a significant impact on individual perceptions of domestic
violence and victims of domestic violence (Burt, 1980; Flood & Pease, 2009; Hockett et al.,
2009; Hoffman et al., 2009; Langhinrichsen- Rohling et al., 2004; Mitchell et al., 2009; Van
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Hightower & Gorton, 2002; Worden and Carlson, 2005; Yamawaki, 2007). Prior research has
established that individuals who possess more stereotypical attitudes toward women are more apt
to blame victims of domestic violence, which was the case also in the current study with regard
to the female in the first scenario.
Participants may have perceived the female’s actions as provoking, and therefore as
fundamentally mitigating the other party’s responsibility for their actions. This could be related
to society’s expectation of females to act “lady-like” and if a female steps outside of this
assigned boundary by acting out her anger physically, she is responsible for the repercussions. In
addition, participants who blamed Susan may have perceived the male to have the unspoken duty
of “putting Susan in her place” for thinking she could control a male.
Females were also less likely to see the female in the second scenario, Karen, to be to
blame. In comparison, males may have had a completely different interpretation of Karen’s
behavior than females. Males may have interpreted Karen’s behavior at the party as subversive
and provoking, thereby initiating the male’s behavior. Men may have perceived her actions with
her male friends as flirting and that it demanded a reaction from her partner. As primitive as this
thought may be, these men may have seen Tom as less of a man had he not defended what was
rightfully his: Karen. In addition, once Karen reacted defensively to Tom’s slap with a shove,
males may have perceived this action as a form of “mutual violence.” Karen’s shove could have
been perceived as an open invitation for retaliation. On the other hand, males may have just been
more inclined to believe that is acceptable to strike their female partners.
It is alarming to consider the small segment of the sample that still perceives females to
be responsible for their own victimization. However, the majority of the sample did not engage
in victim blaming. The contextual variable that had the greatest impact upon victim blaming was
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whether or not the female was the first to employ physical violence. This finding supports prior
literature that has found perceived “victim provocation” to have a significant impact on offender
culpability (Bryant & Spencer, 2003; Kern et al., 2007; Pierce & Harris, 1993; Worden &
Carlson, 2005). This study demonstrates just how great of an impact a small physical gesture
such as a slap or a shove by a victim can have on an outsider’s perception of blame. The slap
depicted in the first scenario by the female, although fundamentally wrong, was perceived by
participants as warranting the manifestly unequal physical response of the male.
It is important to note that additional factors influenced participants’ perceptions of
victim/offender culpability. The female in the more conventional scenario (Karen) was the least
likely to be blamed by participants. However, specific independent variables influenced
individual perceptions of blame with regard to Karen. Sex and attitudes toward women were
significant at the bivariate and multivariate level, yet age was only significant at the multivariate
level. Sex had the greatest impact upon whether or not participants blamed Karen. This finding
was consistent with prior research that has discovered that gender has a significant impact on
individual perceptions of domestic violence and blame (Bryant & Spencer, 2003; Flood & Pease,
2009; Hockett et al., 2009; Langhinrichsen- Rohling et al., 2004; Mitchell et al., 2009; Pierce &
Harris, 1993; Riggs & O’Leary, 1996; Stalans & Finn, 2006; Yamawaki, 2007). Specifically, the
literature has indicated that women are less likely to engage in victim blaming than men. The
present study was able to replicate this conclusion with men being far more likely to blame the
victim in both vignettes than women.
Females were significantly less likely than males to blame the unprovoking female in the
stereotypical condition. Females are more likely to hold less stereotypical perceptions of
domestic violence and less likely to blame victims of domestic violence. This can be linked to
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their ability to empathize with a social problem that is often identified as being a female issue.
Females are disproportionately affected by domestic violence, therefore it can be expected that
they would be more conscious of the issue and the circumstances surrounding domestic violence.
This scenario could be perceived as a clear-cut case of domestic violence with an unprovoking
victim and a controlling, possessive abuser; therefore, it is more likely that women will be able to
empathize with what they perceive to be an innocent victim who was merely conversing with
friends that happened to be male. Women are also more likely to recognize that the abuser’s
behavior was irrational and an attempt to control Karen.
As previously discussed, an individual’s gender and their attitudes toward women had a
significant effect on whether or not they choose to blame a victim of intimate partner violence.
One of the most significant findings of this study was the separation of justifications of violence
and attitudes toward women. Prior research has often stressed the role of attitudes toward women
and perceptions of blame with justification of domestic violence being considered one of the
many elements associated with stereotypical attitudes toward women (Burt, 1980; Riggs &
O’Leary, 1996). The present study discovered that justification of violence, which was
significant at the bivariate level, failed to be significant at the multivariate level. Riggs and
O’Leary (1996) found that individuals who were more accepting of violence were more likely to
employ violence against an intimate partner than those who did not indicate an acceptance of
violence. They concluded that if one justified violence then they were more likely to justify
intimate partner violence. Yet Riggs and O’Leary did not analyze the effects of attitudes toward
women and justifications of violence. In comparison, the present study fails to find a significant
connection between justifications of violence and victim blaming when accounting for attitudes
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toward women. This finding indicates that the effects of justification on victim blaming are
mitigated by the effects of attitudes toward women.
It is important to realize that the concepts of attitudes toward women and justifications
for violence are two separate categories that are not simply proxies for one another. Many
assume that if one justifies violence then they perceive intimate partner violence as justifiable
and therefore perceive victims of intimate partner violence as deserving. However, attitudes
toward women may have a greater impact on perceptions of blame than an individual’s
acceptance of violent behavior in a given circumstance. An individual may be able to justify
violence in a given situation, but may not necessarily advocate intimate partner violence and/or
victim blaming. Based on this study, the factor that truly influences blame is not whether the
individual can justify violent behavior, but whether they possess stereotypical attitudes toward
women. These stereotypical attitudes toward women determine if an individual will perceive a
female victim of domestic violence to be to blame for their own victimization.
The separation of justification and attitudes toward women has significant implications
for domestic violence prevention and programming. The main message conveyed by most
prevention and awareness programs is to not physically harm one another, simply stated: do not
hit. However, physical assault is only one aspect of domestic violence and by primarily focusing
on the physical aspect of abuse, programs often fail to address other facets of the issue. These
programs have attempted to reduce domestic violence by urging people not to hit one another
and educating individuals with statistics to raise awareness, but they often fail to address the root
causes of domestic violence: attitudes toward women. This is not necessarily the fault of
program directors and program design, but often a result of the sheer size of the problem.
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Transforming attitudes toward women is not a task that can be tackled by a single program, but
an undertaking that must be combated at multiple levels using various tactics.
Stereotypical attitudes toward women lead individuals to view women as the cause of
their own victimization, thereby fundamentally diminishing the abuser’s responsibility for their
actions. These attitudes are pervasive at all levels of society. Violence against women programs
have made significant strides in the transformation of individual perceptions of domestic
violence and domestic violence victims, but, as this study demonstrates, there are still those who
perceive the victim to be to blame for their own victimization. The violence against women
movement is not able to achieve its ultimate goals without the help of other disciplines. It is
necessary for academia to recognize that reducing acceptance of violent behavior is a step in the
right direction, but more attention must be afforded to the underlying values that cause
individuals to perceive victims as deserving and educators in all disciplines must do their part in
helping to transform these stereotypical attitudes.
By and large, academia is dominated by a male based curriculum. Universities often offer
Women’s Studies courses as electives. These courses are important and often provide students
with basic information about the victimization of women. Their value is not in question here, but
more so their limited range of impact. The majority of other college courses fail to expose
students to information regarding women’s contributions to their respective disciplines. The
andocentric nature of academics encourages negative stereotypes of women by not challenging
students’ preconceived notions of femininity and failing to educate students about the unique
issues that women face in society. It is crucial to integrate women’s studies into the mainstream
academic world. Simply devoting a single chapter or excerpt of a textbook to women is not
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enough; it only reemphasizes the notion that women play an insignificant role in the
development of a discipline.
In order to truly transform attitudes toward women and effectively reduce victim
blaming, women have to be integrated into the curriculum of all disciplines. All studies from
business to criminal justice must acknowledge that there is a place for women within their
discipline. By incorporating women into the mainstream literature, individual attitudes toward
women will hopefully change and an observed reduction in negative stereotypes will occur. A
large scale transformation of attitudes toward women will be associated with a reduced tolerance
of violence against women and individuals will be more receptive of domestic violence
programming. When women are afforded their equal share of attention within the academic
realm, then society will be less likely to view them as deserving of the abuse many women
endure within their intimate relationships.
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CIRCLE THE NUMBER NEXT TO THE RESPONSE THAT BEST DESCRIBES YOUR
ANSWER TO EACH ITEM OR FILL IN THE BLANKS WHERE APPROPRIATE. THERE
ARE NO RIGHT OR WRONG ANSWERS. PLEASE ENTER ONLY ONE RESPONSE TO
EACH QUESTION. ALL RESPONSES ARE ANONYMOUS AND CONFIDENTIAL. BE
SURE TO COMPLETE BOTH SIDES OF THE PAPER.
1. Your age at last birthday:

years

2. Do you identify yourself as:
[0] White (includes British, Irish and any other white background)
[1]
Mixed (includes white and Caribbean, white and African, white and
Asian and any other mixed background)
[2]
Asian or Asian British (includes Bangladeshi, Indian, Pakistani
and any other Asian background)
[3]
Black or Black British (includes Caribbean, African and any other
black background)
[4]
Chinese or other ethnic group (specify other:____________________)
3. What is your country of birth?
[0] England
[1] Northern Ireland
[2] Republic of Ireland

[3] Scotland
[4] Wales
[5] Elsewhere

4. What is your current level of education?
[0] Level 1
[1] Level 2
[2] Level 3
[3] working on advanced degree (MA, MSC, PhD)
5. What is the title of the degree you are working toward?

________________________________________________
6. What is your sex?

[0] male

[1] female

7. What is your religion?
[1]
[2]
[3]
[4]

Christian
Buddhist
Hindu
Jewish

[5] Muslim
[6] Sikh
[7] None
[8]Other: list_________________
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8. On a scale of 1 to 10, how religious do you consider yourself (1 being not at all religious and
10 being extremely religious)?
_

9. Have you ever been in a dating relationship or marriage that was physically or sexually
abusive?
[0] No

[1] Yes

10. Have you ever had a friend who was in a dating relationship or marriage that was physically
or sexually abusive?
[0] No
[1] Yes
11. Have you ever had a family member who was in a dating relationship or marriage that was
physically or sexually abusive?
[0] No

[1] Yes

12. What sex have most of your sexual partners been?
[0] Male

[1] Female

13. Have you ever had a college class that had at least one hour of information on domestic or
relationship violence?
[0] No

[1] Yes

14. Have you ever been to any training or educational programming (other than in a formal
classroom setting) on relationship or domestic violence?
[0] No

[1] Yes

15. Prior to taking this survey, were you aware of any services on campus (besides the police)
that could help victims of domestic or relationship violence?
[0] No

[1] Yes

If so: please list those services:
__________________________________________________________________
16. Prior to taking this survey, were you aware of any services in the community (besides the
police) that could help victims of domestic or relationship violence?
[0] No
[1] Yes
If so: please list those services:
__________________________________________________________________
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17. Generally speaking, on a scale of 1 to 10, how well do you think you are prepared to help
someone who has experienced physical or sexual violence in a relationship? (1 being not at all
and 10 being well prepared).__________________________
18. What are two things you would be most likely to do if your best friend was in a physically
and/or sexually abusive relationship?

1,

___________________________________________________________

2.

___________________________________________________________

INDICATE WHETHER YOU AGREE OR DISAGREE WITH THE STATEMENTS THAT
FOLLOW BY PLACING A CHECK IN THE BOX THAT BEST DESCRIBES YOUR
REACTION. PLEASE ENTER ONLY ONE RESPONSE TO EACH QUESTION.
Strongly
Strongly
Agree Agree Disagree Disagree
19. Some women deserve to be beaten because of the way they
act.
20. If you take precautions, you should not become a victim.
21. Women exaggerate problems at work.
22. A man should be arrested if he hits his girlfriend/partner.
23. It is very rare for a woman to hit a man for no reason.
24. Sometimes women make men so angry that men hit them
when they really didn’t mean to.
25. When women lose fairly, they claim discrimination.
26. Generally speaking bad things do not happen to good people.
27. Men who flirt all the time are somewhat to blame if their
partner gets jealous and hits them.
28. A woman should move out of the house if her
boyfriend/partner hits her.
29. Men who are too bossy sometimes need to be hit to be taken
down a notch.
30. Some victims like to be in the victim role.
31. Feminists are making reasonable demands.
32. It is very rare for a man to hit a woman for no reason.
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33. Some women seem to ask for beatings from their
boyfriends/partners.
34. Sometimes its acceptable to hit a man who won’t do what
he’s told to do.
35. Few women tease men sexually.
36. It is never acceptable for a woman to hit a man for any
reason.
37. Women fail to appreciate all men do for them.

38. Some victims ask to be victimized.
39. Women are too easily offended.
40. A man is entitled to sex with his girlfriend/partner whenever
he wants it.
41. Most women who stay in violent relationships deserve what
they get.
42. Sometimes men make women so angry that women hit them
when they really didn’t mean to.
43. Generally speaking bad things do not happen to good people.
44. It is never acceptable for a man to hit a woman for any
reason.
45. Most women interpret innocent remarks as sexist.
46. Women who are too bossy sometimes deserve to be hit to be
taken down a notch.
47. Some people who are victims deserve it because of the way
they act
48. When a woman hits a man, he usually has done something to
deserve it..
49. Once a man commits, his girlfriend/partner puts him on a
tight leash.
50. People usually play some role in their own victimization
51. Some men deserve to be beaten because of the way they act.
52. A man is never justified in hitting his girlfriend/partner.
53. Women who flirt all the time are somewhat to blame if their
partner gets jealous and hits them.
54. Feminists are not seeking more power than men.
55. A man’s home is his castle.
56. It is never acceptable for a man to hit a women for any
reason.
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57. Women seek power by gaining control over men.
58. It is understandable when a woman hits a man who keeps
nagging and won’t shut up.
59. A man should have the right to discipline his
girlfriend/partner when it is necessary.
60. When a man hits a woman, she usually has done something to
deserve it.
61. Women seek special favors under guise of equality.
62. Beating up a girlfriend/partner justifies ending the
relationship.
63. Most men who stay in violent relationships deserve what they
get.
64. Sometimes it is acceptable to hit a woman who won’t do what
she’s told to do.
65. It is understandable when a man hits a woman who keeps
nagging and won’t shut up.

IF YOU WERE IN A SERIOUS RELATIONSHIP WITH SOMEONE, HOW JUSTIFIED
WOULD YOU BE IF YOU HIT YOUR BOY/GIRLFRIEND (PARTNER) IF S/HE
Somewhat
Very
Justified Justified
66. Refused to cook and keep the house clean
67. Had sex with another person
68. Ignored you
69. Made fun of you at a party
70. Told friends that your sexual performance was
horrible
71. Threatened to hurt a family member
72. Refused to have sex with you
73. Did something you told them not to do
74. Ended the relationship
75. Hit you first
76. Made you really angry
77. Forbid you to do something
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A little Not at all
Justified Justified

78. Harmed your pet
79. Nagged you about something for a very long
time
80. Spent a lot of your money
81. Called you mean and ugly names
82. Destroyed your favorite possession
83. Lied to you about where they were and who they
were with
84. Threatened to hit you
PLEASE READ THE FOLLOWING DESCRIPTION OF AN EVENT AND INDICATE
WHETHER YOU AGREE OR DISAGREE WITH THE STATEMENTS THAT FOLLOW.
Susan and David are college students who have been dating for six months. They both agreed
that they wanted it to be exclusive, i.e., they would not date other people. They were supposed
to go to the movies, but David called at the last minute and said he was sick. Susan offered to go
to his house and take care of him, but he refused saying he was going to bed for the night. Susan
called to see how David was feeling the next morning and heard a woman’s voice in the
background. David had a sexual relationship with another woman, Mary, about 2 months ago
and mutual friends told Susan about it. Susan was suspicious about David’s behavior and drove
by his house and saw Mary leaving. Susan went inside and confronted David. She was very
angry and screaming at him. She was calling him names and threatening to break up with him.
David just stood there and listened to her rant and rave for about a half hour. Susan continued to
behave in an angry manner and then slapped David across the face, saying that he didn’t care that
she was upset. David punched Susan in the face and shoved her out the door and down the steps.
Susan ended up with a sprained wrist and a deep cut on her knee.

Strongly
Strongly
Agree Agree Disagree Disagree
85. Susan is to blame for the way this situation ended.
86. David is to blame for the way this situation ended.
87. Susan is in danger if this relationship continues.
88. David is in danger if this relationship continues.
89. Susan’s behavior made sure that David would take her
anger seriously.
90. Susan’s behavior made David think she is irrational and
emotional.
91. Susan’s behavior was acceptable under the circumstances.
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92. David’s behavior was acceptable under the circumstances.
93. Susan has committed a crime.

94. David has committed a crime.
95. Susan’s behavior suggests that she is in control of the
relationship.
96. David’s behavior suggests that he is in control of the
relationship.
97. This situation seems very realistic.
98. What would you do next if you were David?

99. What would you do next if you were Susan?
________________________________________________________________________

100. What would you do if you were David’s friend?

101. What would you do if you were Susan’s friend?
________________________________________________________________________
Karen and Tom are college students who been dating exclusively for six months. Lori has
invited them to a party at her house, in part, because Karen won’t go anywhere without Tom.
Lori doesn’t get to see her friend much lately. Karen has seemed to change quite a bit. She has
told you that Tom is very jealous. She is dressing differently because Tom thinks her skirts were
too short and that she was dressing too sexy. She is growing her hair because he likes it long.
She has quit going to her study group because Tom doesn’t like two of the men in the group; he
thinks they are trying to date Karen. Last week Lori heard Tom call Karen a stupid bitch when
she tripped on the sidewalk. When Lori asked Karen about it later, she laughed and said she is
very clumsy. At the party, everything seems to be going well. Karen is talking to a mutual
friend, David. They seem to be having a good conversation. She laughs loudly and puts her arm
around him briefly. Tom then storms across the room and begins yelling at her loudly calling her
a slut. He slaps her hard across the face. She shoves him in response. He grabs her by the arm
and steers her toward the door. Her lip is bleeding. He appears quite agitated and is mumbling
things about the revealing clothes that she wore to the party. They leave the party.
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Strongly
Strongly
Agree Agree Disagree Disagree
102.

Karen is to blame for the way this situation ended.

103.

Tom is to blame for the way this situation ended.

104.

Karen is in danger if this relationship continues.

105.

David is in danger if this relationship continues.

106.

110.

Tom’s behavior made sure that Karen would take his
anger seriously.
Tom’s behavior made Karen think he is irrational
and emotional.
Tom’s behavior was acceptable under the
circumstances.
Karen’s behavior was acceptable under the
circumstances.
Tom has committed a crime.

111.

Karen has committed a crime.

112.

Tom’s behavior suggests that he is in control of the
relationship.
Karen’s behavior suggests that she is in control of
the relationship.
This situation seems very realistic.

107.
108.
109.

113.
114.

115. What would you do next if you were Tom?

116. What would you do next if you were Karen?
________________________________________________________________________

117. What would you do if you were Tom’s friend?
________________________________________________________________________
118. What would you do if you were Karen’s friend?
________________________________________________________________________
Please feel free to add any additional comments.
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